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Abstract: The number of UK international HE students has gradually increased over
the last decade, in particular the number of non-EU Chinese and Indian students. This
influx has resulted in the recognition that exposure to an unfamiliar pedagogical
cultural habitus can cause problems, often compounded by language problems. This
paper outlines the response of an MA teaching team at Coventry University to
misconceptions that a cohort of Chinese and Indian students expressed during a
research methods module. This was evidenced by uncertainty as to what they were
expected to produce in terms of a research proposal, as the extension of the
boundaries of creative thinking necessary to tackle ‘wicked problems’ seemed beyond
their capabilities. This echoed previous undergraduate research, which surfaced a
threshold concept, ‘the toleration of design uncertainty’. Using this as a baseline, the
teaching team shifted from a sequential method of teaching, towards a much more
conceptual mode, underpinned by use of visual tools and a greater emphasis on group
collaboration. These innovations are now been embedded within the curriculum, and
early indications are that students are much more engaged and confident in the
embracing of research territories: the innovations have also been introduced across
the whole MA curriculum.
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Introduction
The number of international students studying in the UK has gradually increased
over the last decade, in particular the number of non-EU students. According to
Universities UK (2011), the numbers have more than doubled, and there was an
increase of 11.7% between 2009 and 2010.
Further, according to UKCISCA (2012), there were 298,000 non-EU students in 201011 and of these the majority (43%) were postgraduate taught students (followed by
first degree students at 38%), with the top non-EU sending countries being China and
India (67,000 and 39,000 respectively). China (excluding Hong Kong, Taiwan and
Macao) provided the second highest number of students for postgraduate taught
courses, and India the highest. (Universities UK 2011)
This large representation of Chinese and Indian students in the non-EU student
figures, particularly in taught postgraduate courses, is reflected in the experience of
Coventry University, in relation to industrial design Masters and MSc courses. In
2011/12, of the 37 students on the course, 14 were from China and 13 from India; in
the current academic year, the figures continue to show dominance in terms of Asian
students, comprising 24 out of 31.
The preponderance of Chinese and Indian students on a creative arts course
perhaps reflects the recognition of the link between creativity, competitiveness and
global marketplace success. This is a link that the UK has long recognised with the
consequent need to focus on and develop this to enable UK competitiveness within a
global marketplace (HM Treasury 2010).
However, it seems that the Asian hemisphere has also recognised that creativity
and innovation is crucial to its success on the world stage, and has thus established a
renewed focus on the development of creative thinkers. Specifically, in China the focus
is on educational courses that feed and develop its creative industry (British Council
2012) and in India the pedagogic focus has moved from rote memorisation to
conceptual understanding (Stewart 2009).
But, despite any changes in their educational systems, all non-EU students will still
have to make adjustments within an unfamiliar pedagogic culture or habitus (after
Bourdieu 1989), when they arrive in Western Universities. For Carroll and Ryan (2005)
this means that they have to face “different social and cultural mores and customs,
norms and values from the ones they have known; different modes of teaching and
learning; and different expectations and conventions about participation and
performance”. This is echoed by Kutieleh and Egege (2004), who highlight the depth of
cultural shift required by international students and indicate that many Western rooted
educators act on an implicit cultural assumption that critical thinking is core to good
thinking but unintentionally overlook that this is not rooted in most Asian education
systems.
Linked to the lack of embedded critical thinking within the curriculum is the
reluctance by many Asian students to interact within the classroom. For Chinese
students, this is thought to be related to the power-distance dimension – the further
away from the source of power a learner is, the more powerful the teacher is, and vice
versa. In Western cultural pedagogy, there is a low power-distance, so students are
expected to question, criticise and interact with teachers; in contrast, Chinese students
see the teacher as a source of knowledge with a responsibility to lead sessions. This is
seen as the Confucius educational model which is based on “respect for authority and
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consensus seeking and collectivity” (Hongsong 2007:3), and is therefore “fundamentally
didactic”(Beck et al 2009).
Similarly, India’s National Institute for Design recognises that its initial task in
relation to its undergraduate students is to “nullify the pedagogical shock by making
the [undergraduate] student unlearn old things and old ways that are carried with them
into higher education from a system that is an over structured, didactic, rote routine
restriction type”. (Balaram 2005:16).
This adjustment to a different cultural pedagogy is perhaps especially difficult when
non-EU students enter a creative discipline which privileges individual agency as a core
part of its curriculum. Thus, the unfamiliarity with both pedagogic culture, and a
concomitant discipline freedom can negatively impact non-EU students’ ability to
manage the transition from a more structured educational habitus towards coping
successfully with an open brief environment.
This unfamiliarity was reflected in data gathered from a longitudinal study carried
out between 2005 and 2010 by Coventry University’s Centre of Excellence for Product
and Automotive Design (CEPAD), which identified ‘the toleration of design uncertainty’
as an undergraduate threshold concept. Threshold concepts are defined by Meyer and
Land (2003) as:
akin to a portal, opening up a new and previously inaccessible way of thinking
about something...a transformed way of understanding, or interpreting, or viewing
something without which the learner cannot progress.
This identification of the ‘toleration of design uncertainty’ (Osmond et al 2010) defined as the moment “when a student recognises that the uncertainty present when
approaching a design brief is an essential, but at the same time routine, part of the
design process'”- led to a redesign of the undergraduate curriculum in 2010. The focus
is now on the provision of safe spaces for industrial design students within which they
can experience the intense uncertainty that is a routine part of the design process.
Part of the longitudinal study also involved interviewing international students who
outlined how different the open brief environment was from their previous educational
experiences. Therefore, the international students seemed to find the negotiation of
the journey through an uncertain and unsafe creative space more problematic than
domestic students, as many of the former had not already experienced such spaces in
their previous educational background.
This has also been reflected more recently with a cohort of non-EU Masters level
students. This necessitated both local analysis of the pedagogic approach and a
consequent shift in teaching practice within a module focusing on design research
activity.
For Wagner et al (2011) there is currently no pedagogical culture established in
relation to teaching research methods, especially from a critical and creative
perspective within higher education and, taken on an institution-to-institution basis,
the status and functions of those that teach design research “vary widely”. As well as
arguing for a widespread debate on this subject, Wagner et al also argue that
understanding what students’ conceptions of research are can allow a “more carefully
targeted pedagogy”.
This is reflected by Farfán et al (quoted in Wagner) in that understanding what
students’ conceptions of research are is even more essential as they recognise that
there is a challenge inherent in teaching students “whose epistemologies differ
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significantly from those that dominate the research paradigm of most methods
courses”.
The need to support international students reinforces this debate about the
structure and techniques for imparting a critically centred design research approach.
The following case study illustrates some instances of unfamiliarity with a Western
cultural pedagogy and consequent misconceptions in terms of design research methods
that both Chinese and Indian students expressed during Masters level industrial design
modules. These misconceptions resulted in the initial teaching strategy being reshaped
and the acknowledgment that the threshold concept identified for undergraduate
students now has some currency in informing future curriculum design for non-EU
students.

Methodology
The focus was on 14 Chinese and 13 Indian students undertaking an MA Research
Methods module during the 2011/12 academic year. The research goal ‘How can we
enhance critical and creative design thinking abilities with international cohorts’ were
to be achieved through interventions, evaluation, key observations and outcomes as
detailed in Figure 1.

Figure 1:Framework for Evaluation

Teaching Design Research to Postgraduate
Students
This case study explores the experience of a postgraduate teaching team in the
Industrial Design Department of Coventry University that were tasked, in 2011/12, with
facilitating design research thinking with a Master level cohort predominately made up
of non-EU students. It was the first experience of this teaching team working with an
almost entirely international cohort on these modules.
The aim of the teaching is to get the students to creatively engage with the research
process and so they are expected to identify a research problem and frame a feasible
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proposal that is likely to lead to a strong design ‘innovation angle’ to inform well
evidenced design activity. The process is centred on generating a self-defined
problem/opportunity informed by in-depth research to propose a design solution,
manifesto or guideline that is creative, innovative, socially relevant and intellectually
challenging.
The course sits over a traditional undergraduate degree course in product or
transport design and aims to equip graduates to operate successfully as visionary
design strategists, design managers, consultants and interdisciplinary contributory
thinkers who have the skills and imagination needed to effect real change through
design. In other words, the aim is to help students to “think big” (Brown, 2009), act as
design thinkers and challenge existing preconceptions about the problems and
opportunities of the world and its societies. This skill is potentially important at all
levels of the design process, from identifying strategic opportunity, through to ensuring
good understanding of customer experience (Hunter 2012).
The design research teaching is structured in two phases (Figure 1). Firstly project
formulation which then, secondly, leads into a final major project. These phases are
complemented by a whole range of other modules that engage students in learning
surrounding the critical and creative design process and its related activities and skills
development.
As the first term progressed, the teaching team became very concerned about the
challenges students faced. Commonly for example, Chinese and European students
had had a very strong design practitioner training, but Indian students tended to be
from an engineering or business background and thus had very logical mind-sets and
saw researching as a highly procedural activity with little appreciation of context. Many
of them found written English a challenge and referencing a very difficult concept,
which seemed strongly linked with cultural tradition and practice. To begin the module
students are required to bring a problem/opportunity to the teaching team for
discussion. This proved to be the most challenging phase of activity and one that
centred around the framing of a research question and definition of a research territory
– often recognised by the tutors as a ‘troublesome activity’. Many of the students had
never had to independently formulate their own research question or problem
statement before, as prior teaching had evidently been centred around ‘given’
objectives.
It was also apparent that while international students are often very comfortable
with desk-based research, they found the “wicked problem”(Buchanan 1992) nature of
design research a challenge as it is in a highly empirical and inductive research domain.
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Figure 2:Example framework for completing the project formulation phase

As such this was often outside many of the students’ more natural engagement
with deductive forms of research and analysis. The inductive exploration of research
objectives (Figure 2) was often very uncomfortable for the students, leading to much
uncertainty and appearing ‘needy’ as a result of not having clear boundaries or solution
focus. Confidence to engage with research arguments proved to be a central challenge
for students and echoed ‘the toleration of design uncertainty’ undergraduate threshold
concept identified previously by CEPAD.
Therefore, whilst many of the students understood the creative boundaries of
tackling a design brief by researching around a given set of constraints, they were less
able to operate successfully when there were none and only a problem territory to
explore. It seemed difficult to explain to the students the key focus of the major
project - to put across a ‘design argument’ centred around often tacit and/or intuitive
starting points about design and problems of the world. To encourage confidence with
more experiential forms of design, the students were strongly encouraged to select
research areas that were quite personal to them, for example, sports, music, personal
interests, as it was thought likely that their experience of these subjects would make it
more ‘natural’ for them to explore on a more holistic and intuitive level. Value metrics
were introduced to help the students recognise the value of their own experiences as a
potential project starting point. However one student often apologised for having a
project she was passionate about, thinking that in some way this was a negative basis
for a project.
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Figure 3: Sample screen from ‘Exploring Research Territory’ lecture

This difficulty was exaggerated by significant classroom challenges in getting
students to speak out in a seminar situation, especially in relation to project
progression. Teaching methods initially comprised lectures with groups of 37 with
scope for activities and questions (Figure 3). Often it took much effort by the tutor to
facilitate an engaged conversation from more than a few students, and break-out
cross-cultural groups seemed difficult to achieve. By the end of the first term it was
evident that the Chinese students tended to stick together, with only one or two
people speaking on their behalf. Consequently, the tutor was uncertain as to how much
the students were in fact understanding the lectures, and the result was fairly
disappointing module results at the proposal stage. Meanwhile the Indian students
appeared confident in speaking independently and held strong viewpoints, but these
viewpoints were often lacking a ‘depth of evidence’ This necessitated a number of
students having to redirect their project foci.
After the challenges of the first term which was mainly lecture/seminar driven, a
second tutor who specialised in critical and creative thinking joined the team.
Immediately the advantage of having a second voice bringing a much more discursive
teaching style: having a shared perspective in the teaching team enabled strong selfanalysis of the teaching approach and many ideas for classroom intervention.
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Figure 4: Example of an early task set to promote team working and creative topic exploration

For example, it was identified that it would really help to get a better balance
between traditional PowerPoint-led lectures and non-sequential delivery which focused
more flexibly around problem definition, framing of research, methods, analysis of
results and planning: in short, a visual and discursive teaching method was employed to
help promote understanding. This was in contrast to the initial goals which were linear
and straightforward in approach in order to support language confidence. To
implement this new approach the team put together a programme of critical and
creative research technique skills through visual tools such as short videos and Prezi
presentations combined with practical activities such as drawing out research journeys.
(Figure 4).

Figure 5: Screen shot of a seminar task delivered via Prezi

Prezi is a free cloud-based presentation tool in the form of an open canvas that can
be explored in a much more spontaneous way than PowerPoint. A path of content can
be followed but allows emphasis and exploration of the presentation space. The
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prioritisation of content according to the different emphasis needed can be specified for example, the ability to hide detailed text, whilst at the same time allowing large and
visible key prompts throughout the presentation. For the teaching team this provided a
way of presenting explorative materials and concepts and thus enabled a more holistic
way of expressing ‘thinking styles’ and critical and creative approaches to research. In
short, the team aimed to move out of the procedural and into the conceptual levels of
engaging with design activities. Short videos were also used, such as YouTube movies,
tutor blogs and lectures that utilised graphic examples and other media to explain how
data might be drawn together or explored. Another activity introduced was a lecture
called ‘research by metaphor’ which was designed to get students to understand the
approach as a ‘journey of discovery’. (Figure 5).
To support this the students were introduced to methods of presenting information
in the form of iconographics to help them transform research data and explain ideas in
fewer words. This proved useful in explaining complex terms in a more universal
language. This also aimed to support the preparation of research posters that
evidenced the students’ thinking processes. London-based author, data journalist and
1
information designer David Candless’s work was referred to in order to encourage the
students to appreciate that complex information can be designed.

Figure 6: Research by Metaphor

Alongside this were scaffolded verbal presentation activities which aimed to
gradually improve the student’s comfort zones when presenting in front of colleagues.
This was especially pertinent in relation to challenging research concepts and
arguments where students lacked confidence to speak on a subject that was often
inductive or contextual in nature. Thirty-second round-room individual presentations
were organised and over the weeks built up to full length ‘mock vivas’. It was felt that
this approach also encouraged a more reflective attitude to learning and from the
second term the student voice became central to activities. For example, the students

1

http://www.davidmccandless.com
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were asked to express their personal learning experiences and design knowledge and
analyse texts to highlight themes and make connections. In other words, the students,
both individually and in groups, were encouraged to deconstruct and verbally present
their views.
Over the year the idea of group debate become more dominant in the teaching
approach and helped the students not only grow their confidence, but also put their
own research into an ‘active space’ (rather than a ‘step-by-step’ procedural space).
As the major project progressed into its final weeks there seemed to be an
‘enlightenment moment’ where students suddenly became more engaged in seeing the
opportunities and thinking more creatively about the research outcomes, although it is
acknowledged that one motivating factor may have been the added element of time
pressure.
One example of this involved a Chinese student who initially focused his study on
the limited scope of using a memory stick (Figure 6), but eventually engaged with the
critical challenge of exploring how to capture and interact with digital memories, and
went on to produce a future concept for a gesture-controlled product that helps to
store, recall and interact socially with memories (Figure 7)

Figure 7: Initial student proposal which
lacked a critical approach.

Figure 8: Final proposal which has a deeper level of
critical engagement

The following feedback from the students at the end of the major project module
reinforces that the shift in teaching practice from a procedural model to a more
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discursive and visual approach, did enable many of them to embrace more deeply the
critical and creative design thinking processes.
I began to recognise that research was not just a collecting process, but one of
analysis with one’s own data.
One thing about Chinese education is that we are taught with the same skills that
teachers have. But here, the teaching goal is to let people find themselves in every
subject. It paid more attention to the creative part and how to shape those fancy
ideas into the real stuff.
Before this, I thought that the ideas which came from the human head could be a
little different from each other. It really shocks me when I compared the ideas
from my French classmate with my Chinese classmates: I have to say I am inspired
by those wonderful ideas.
Before, I would treat any lamp as what it is. A tool we need in the dark, maybe
gives it some beautiful form to let it be romantic. And that is it, closed the
question. But now, I learned to look at it in different aspects. Now, my brain would
give me crazy ideas like: if the goal is to see things clear why use lamp, we could
use several other ways to fulfill that needs. How about using supersonic wave?
How about glowing objects? How about changing the range of eyes' adjustment?
As I started progressing in my research I’ve learnt to continuously ask ‘Why’ at
different levels. This has enhanced my reasoning capabilities. Internet, Books,
inside and outside experts helped me propel through my research. The library
started becoming my second home.
This project has enriched my way of thinking and helped me to realize the
importance of research process which I have regrettably underrated during my
previous projects. It also forced me to overcome the apprehension of talking to
people in a foreign language and thus improved my self-confidence.
The approaches outlined above have now been integrated into the very start of the
new academic year – particularly those that encourage group based object analysis on
artworks in the city, in order to get students speaking out very quickly about ideas and
potential research challenges. To begin with a one-week intensive set of workshops
were introduced aimed at getting students to talk to each other, work collaboratively
and explore problem/opportunity contexts to form the basis of new research
questions. Now four weeks into teaching the 2012-13 cohort, the teaching team are
seeing much more engaged and confident embracing of research territories.

Conclusion
As outlined in the introduction to this paper, there is evidence showing that within
this module, the Chinese and Indian students experienced problems with an unfamiliar
cultural pedagogy/habitus in relation to an initial sequential teaching method.
The teaching team identified challenges in relation to dealing with framing and
engaging with ill-defined problems, and they also recognised that the students often
had a very different power-distance dimension, in comparison to domestic students.
This necessitated considerable engagement strategies in order to help them embrace a
western model of design thinking whilst building on their own specialist and cultural
foundations.
It was also recognised that the students had one challenge in common – the
extension of the boundaries of creative thinking - from solution focused to problem
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focused. This is the area that students did not appreciate, as it seemed ‘wicked
problems’ as a concept was beyond their experience base. In essence, whilst the
students with design experience understood the mechanisms of basic creativity for
design exploration, they found the concept hard to translate into a wider problemsolving context. This was evidenced by uncertainty as to what they were expected to
produce in terms of a research proposal: therefore, when presented with the freedom
to set their own research focus, the students struggled to formulate this, despite efforts
being made to encourage them to focus on personal experiences.
This difficulty was compounded by a reluctance to speak out in the classroom, with
the Chinese students tending to rely on one ‘spokesperson’ to carry out this function.
For the Indian students, although they were confident in speaking out, when they did
so the result was a lack of deeper understanding of the subject matter. Thus,
collaboration was also at the heart of this challenge: different cultural and educational
values required the teaching team to work at engaging students in a collaborative
dialogue about their research territories. Other problems included lack of proficiency in
written English and unfamiliarity with referencing.
To tackle these problems, the teaching approach was revised to focus on a much
more conceptual delivery, and thus moved away from a step-by-step process, which, it
could be argued, was what the students were familiar with and did not help them to
break away from a method that does not lend itself to creative and conceptual
thinking. This conceptual delivery was underpinned with a strong focus on visual
materials in the form of a presentation system that encourages ‘mind mapping’ and
other visual tools - such as short videos, YouTube movies, tutor blogs, iconographics
and lectures that utilised graphic examples. Another innovation was a much stronger
focus on debate style classroom activities, in particular thirty-second round-room
individual presentations, which built up to full length ‘mock vivas’.
As a result of the changes, the teaching team did identify a leap in capability at the
end of the year, helped by regular formative review points introduced for the last six
months of study which involved submitting aspects of learning outcomes. These review
points were aimed at supporting language difficulties, helping the students to build
their research argument and trying to avoid problems such as plagiarism. In essence
the teaching team offered in depth feedback through audio and written media as it was
felt that this combination gave the students media that might be better suited to varied
levels of English language comprehension.
The main pedagogic goal that the teaching team has taken away from this case
study is the need to engage students early on with reflective tasks that allow them to
build upon their cultural and discipline core with the experience of critically and
creatively challenging problem contexts. This is to help students believe that they have
valuable interests and experiences that provide good starting points for embracing
intuitive and inductive research, and also help the tutors to better understand the
students’ experiences of learning.
Although there is much to do and much to learn in order to support the cultural and
discipline richness of the student groups, the approach has been to focus on making
intervention across the whole programme - rather than just the research modules - in
order to embed a collaborative and integrative culture that has critical and creative
challenge at its core.
Finally, the teaching team’s recognition that the students’ struggle with creative and
conceptual thinking was linked to the undergraduate ‘toleration of design uncertainty’
threshold concept was useful in framing the curriculum intervention. That this
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undergraduate threshold concept has also been evidenced with Chinese and Indian
international students seems to point to the importance of previous educational
backgrounds in the design field and how this can shape how students cope with the
conceptual and critical thinking that allows them to test their own creative boundaries
and thus build up the confidence to challenge design conventions.
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